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Johne's disease-some facts

• An animal in advanced
disease infection.

stages of Johne's

By G. M. Robertson,
microbiologist,

Animal

veterinary
Health Laboratories

A cow with Johne s disease has been
found recently on a property near
Karridale in Western Australia. The
diseased cow had been imported
from Victoria where Johne's disease
·is well established. This disease has
not been seen in Western Australia
for 23 years. The Department of
Agriculture has taken firm steps to
contain the disease and is making
every effort to eradicate it.
How it kills
• A cross-section of an infected cow '.s
intestine. The central area is thickened
abnormally by cells infiltrating to attack the
Johne 's disease bacteria.

Johne's disease is a slow, progressive
wasting disease which can affect
cattle, sheep and goats. It causes an
exceptional thickening of an affected
animal's gut lining, preventing it
from absorbing nutrients. The result
is a continuous scouring, loss of
condition and, ultimately, death from
malnutrition.
The causes
The cause of Johne's disease was
discovered in l 895, soon after the
discovery of the cause of
tuberculosis. Veterinary
bacteriologists found bacteria
resembling those that cause T.B. in
the gut linings of cattle which were
suffering from a particularly
persistent diarrhoea. These bacteria
were Mycobacterium
paratuberculosis, which shared with
true T.B. bacteria the feature of being

• High magnification shows the cells, packed
with bacteria, with thousands of free bacteria
around them.
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'acid fast'. (This is a bacteriologist's
term which originates from the
observation
that when stained with a
particular coloured chemical, these
bacteria retain the stain even when
treated with acid). Acid fast bacteria
share a number of properties. they all
survive for long periods in the
environment,
they are resistant to
drying and moderate amounts of
heat, and they resist a lot of the
common disinfectants. Thus the
diseases they cause are difficult to
treat. Fortunately most are not
highly infectious, so infection is
established only after considerable
exposure.
There are three types of Johne's
disease, only one of which is known
to be in Australia. This type is mainly
a disease of cattle, but it can infect
goats and sheep. The other two types
of Johne's disease affect only sheep.
These are not known to be in
Australia.
Long incubation period
Johne's disease has an exceptionally
long incubation period. Most cattle
are infected as calves ... adult cattle
are relatively resistant to infection.
Cattle are most likely to show signs
between two and five years of age,
but there is one recorded case of a
cow developing clinical Johne's
disease at 13 years of age.
The signs of Johne's disease
Young animals usually show no
visible sign that they are infected with
Johne's disease. The bacteria may be
excreted in the dung or may remain
completely
hidden for several years.
Eventually however, an infected
animal will develop into a 'poor doer.' The droppings become 'loose' and
gradually develop into a fluid scour.
Persistent 'projectile diarrhoea' is an
important feature of cattle affected
with J ohne 's disease. Affected
animals might eat well but continue
to lose condition until, by the time
they die, they are virtually "skin and
bone".
Stress resulting from changes in
environment,
transport, and
especially calving are factors which
can trigger clinical Johne's disease in
an infected animal. It is not
uncommon for infected cows to
'break down' into clinically apparent
cases soon after calving.

How it is transmitted
Johne's disease is mainly transmitted
in two ways, from a cow to her
unborn calf and via the dung of the
infected animal by mouth to other
animals. The number of bacteria
passed in the dung of affected
animals varies considerably. It does
not relate well to the severity of the
scour. Sometimes every gram of dung
contains millions of bacteria and
sometimes, very few. Since the John's
disease bacteria are not highly
infectious by mouth, it may take
prolonged exposure to an infected
environment before an animal
becomes infected. Calves are more
susceptible to infection than adult
cattle and animals infected as calves
are also much more likely to develop
clinical disease in later life.
Treatment
There is no satisfactory method of
treatment available for Johne.'s
disease. The disease is always fatal
once clinical signs develop and
infected animals should be
slaughtered as soon as possible to
minimise spread.
Control
Johne's disease is not established in
Western Australia and the
Department of Agriculture wants to
keep it that way. In this State the
property on which the case was
discovered was quarantined
immediately and all of the in-contact
cattle and sheep were slaughtered.
The property is now under close
surveillance.
In the other States where the disease
is well established, affected animals
and their calves are slaughtered,
possibly along with other animals
considered to be a high risk, such as
in-contact calves. The farmer is then
required to rear and maintain his
calves away from adult cattle and to
keep calves away from paddocks
grazed by adult cattle in the previous
year. In addition the property is kept
under quarantine surveillance by the
relevant Department of Agriculture
for a minimum of two years from the
time the last clinical case was
observed. During the surveillance
period particular attention is paid to
newly calved cows as these are the
animals most likely to show clinical
Johne's disease.
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What farmers can do to help
The most important thing the farmer
can do to help prevent the
establishment of Johne's disease in
Western Australia is to be aware of
its existence. Any cow imported from
the Eastern States which develops
persistent diarrhoea and starts to lose
condition should be suspected.
There
are of course many other causes of
diarrhoea in cattle. For example
persistent diarrhoea can occur when
animals are infested with Ostertagia
worms. However, there is no way
that a farmer can differentiate
between these diseases, so it is
essential that any such cases be
reported to the Department
of
Agriculture so that proper
investigation can be carried out
promptly. Most of these
investigations will prove negative, but
if Johne's disease is confirmed the
Department will be able to take steps
to eliminate infection from the
property and keep the disease from
becoming established in Western
Australia.

